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ABSTRACT 
 
MICHAEL O’CONNELL: Enhancing the Effectiveness of E-mail Newsletters:  
How Content (Subject Lines, Intros) Impacts Response Rates 
(Under the direction of Frank E. Fee Jr.) 
 
 
 
 
 
This thesis seeks evidence that e-mail newsletters can become more effective 
when employing certain content approaches with the e-mail subject line and the body of 
the e-mail, with effectiveness being measured in open and click-through (or click) rates, 
as well as click-to-open ratios. The researcher conducted an experiment with an existing 
e-mail newsletter, employing A/B testing with a total of 75,000 subscribers to determine 
whether modifications to the subject and introductory body text of the newsletter 
correlate with an increase in activity among newsletter subscribers – that is, more e-mail 
being opened (viewed) and more clicks on links within those e-mail newsletters. Findings 
suggest a slightly positive significance for custom, content-specific subject lines, and a 
negative significance for introduction sections with a bulleted list of links. Findings also 
reject the hypotheses that shorter subject lines significantly improve open rates, and that 
shorter introduction sections (sans lists of links) improve open rates. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 E-mail has become a staple of nearly every Fortune 500 company’s marketing and 
sales efforts. E-mail newsletters, along with other e-mail marketing campaigns, are 
diverting a portion of the annual multi-billion dollar investment in direct mail – a 
projected $64.4 billion in 2007, according to a recent Universal McCann forecast 
(DMNews, 2007). This shift into e-mail marketing is occurring in part because of the 
relatively low cost of e-mail. While traditional “snail mail” direct marketing campaigns 
rely on the more expensive and less timely (albeit perhaps no less reliable) delivery 
service offered by the United States Postal Service and its counterparts worldwide, e-mail 
can reach many more people at a lower cost, and can do so more quickly. 
Marketing firms and consultants have had many decades to experiment with 
traditional direct mail, testing numerous methods and strategies and tweaking variables to 
optimize results. Yet even as recently as 1995, researchers Bult and Wansbeek (1995) 
noted that despite the growth of direct mail in terms of both activity and importance, 
“academic journals contain very little research on this topic.”  Today the same can be said 
of e-mail newsletters. The e-mail equivalent of direct mail has been employed for a 
relatively short time. While e-mail has existed in some form for a few decades, e-mail in 
the contemporary sense did not exist until the creation and maturity of the World Wide 
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Web, along with the common availability of high-speed Internet connections. These 
advances, which have only come to exist within the last several years, mean that today an 
e-mail newsletter typically provides very little content within the body of the e-mail itself, 
and instead relies on hyperlinks within the e-mail (and the subscribers’ high-speed 
Internet connections and HTML- and graphics-enabled e-mail reader) to direct readers to 
more lengthy text and additional, richer materials (potentially including audio, video, 
presentations, animations, etc.) that are hosted on one or more Web sites.  
Moreover, the nature of e-mail technology and the sophistication of its users have 
evolved rapidly, even within the past few years. Marketing companies report some basic 
data about e-mail newsletter results; consulting and research firms offer reports and case 
studies (often at a cost of hundreds of dollars) that they claim include some empirical 
data; and many marketers and consultants assert general guidelines and tips regarding 
how to make e-mail newsletters more effective. Yet a survey of academic and peer-
reviewed literature reveals no scholarly quantitative studies explore, in any rigorous 
fashion, how the content of a newsletter influences its effectiveness. More specifically, 
no studies have closely examined (that is, empirically measured) the impact of the 
combination of changes to both the content of the e-mail newsletter’s body and the 
subject line of the e-mail newsletter on such a wide scale.  
The purpose of this thesis is to determine how well-defined changes to key 
elements of the content of an e-mail newsletter affect reader response. Reader response 
will be measured in terms of both frequency of “opens” (which indicate when a 
subscriber has actually viewed the e-mail newsletter) and “clicks,” or “click-throughs”  
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(which indicate when a reader has put his computer’s cursor over an item in the 
newsletter and clicked on it in order to view related information on a Web site).  
This study intends to help owners of e-mail newsletters be more effective in 
serving their subscribers – and in doing so, also help to optimize the time and money 
invested in the production and delivery of e-mail newsletters. Put in business terms, the 
goal of this study is to improve the return on investment (ROI) in e-mail newsletters 
while simultaneously enhancing the value newsletters provide to subscribers. Given the 
potential impact of even a modest increase in the number of opens or click-throughs from 
a single newsletter – particularly if those opens and click-throughs (also known as 
“clicks”) may lead to a significant purchase –understanding how to optimize newsletter 
performance is critical to many newsletter providers.  
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
With the advent of e-mail, the Internet, and the World Wide Web came a new, 
popular mass media of sorts:  the e-mail newsletter. Offering almost instantaneous 
delivery at a very low distribution cost, plus providing the added benefit of easily letting 
readers obtain more detailed info by clicking on hyperlinked text within the newsletter, 
its advantages were recognized as compelling.  
However, despite the popularity and value of e-mail newsletters – among both 
publishers and recipients – as corporate marketing vehicles as well as for political, 
academic and other uses, little research exists focusing on the performance of such 
newsletters in terms of either the opening of such e-mail newsletters (the open rates) or 
the response in terms of clicking on links in the newsletters to related Web-based content 
(click rates, also known as click-through rates). Formal scholarly research focused on this 
specific issue of e-mail newsletters and content is scant indeed, tending to focus on 
broader issues such as e-mail marketing (which may involve irregular e-mails to people 
who have not signed up for any regularly delivered newsletter). 
The lack of research is striking, considering that even in the narrow context of the 
hotly contested 2004 U.S. presidential election, e-mail newsletters had such a significant 
role, with the Bush campaign claiming more than one million newsletter subscribers and 
the Kerry campaign boasting more than two million subscribers (Nielsen, 2004). The 
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relatively low level of attention to this phenomenon among academic researchers is all 
the more surprising given the previous landmark agenda-setting research by McCombs 
and Shaw (1972), which concluded that “the mass media may well determine the 
important issues.”  Like mass media, e-mail newsletters often strive to determine the 
issues. Moreover, they often set out to influence the behavior of newsletter subscribers, 
prompting them to not only read the newsletter but also to click on a link within the e-
newsletter (and to take subsequent steps as well). The original agenda-setting study found 
that the mass media influenced how people voted at the polls in 1968. Similarly, e-mail 
newsletters may “set the ‘agenda’” and influence how people vote in elections, local and 
national. Moreover, e-mail newsletters influence how subscribers “vote” with their 
keystrokes and mouse-clicks, whether it relates to a fundraising effort for a non-profit or 
the sale of commercial products and services.  
A few books provide good overviews that define and describe e-mail newsletters 
and offer general tips and guidelines to steer readers toward positive results with e-mail-
based marketing. In Internet Direct Mail (Roberts, Feit, & Bly, 2001), the authors 
directly address the question “what is an e-newsletter” (defining it as “simply a 
newsletter that is created on a computer and is e-mailed to a publisher’s subscriber list”) 
and discuss what they view as measurements (such as click-throughs, replies, and sales), 
but they do not provide actual data-supported examples and analysis. Similarly, 
Kinnard’s Marketing with e-mail (2002) includes an entire chapter dedicated to “e-mail 
newsletters,” discussing such details as key benefits, objectives, copywriting tips, 
templates, and content, and even provides a “case study” as well as a subsequent chapter 
entitled “Measuring Results.” However, Kinnard includes no more than a page or two on 
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any given detail and thus also lacks rigorous, replicable data-based analysis. Moreover, 
these books have a broader focus than e-newsletters, dedicating many of their pages to 
other (non-newsletter) e-mail marketing topics. 
Consultants such as Jakob Nielsen and marketing firms such as VerticalResponse 
Inc., eROI Inc., and Nielsen’s own Nielsen Norman Group report some findings based on 
analysis and surveys. While their reports may reveal more than what is found elsewhere, 
the research typically is limited in nature, focusing on such aspects as the best day or best 
hour to send out newsletters, or trends that may be based on limited samples and 
anecdotal evidence. Even the reports costing hundreds of dollars lack substantial 
supporting data and replicable experiments commonly found with research that is 
published in peer-reviewed academic journals. The most common type of information is 
exemplified by SubscriberMail CEO Jordan Ayan, who shares a short, unsubstantiated 
list of tips that collectively explain “how you can raise your response rates and boost 
campaign ROI through list segmentation regarding how to customize e-mails for better 
results” (2006). As is typical of most information about e-mail newsletters now available, 
the advice, however plausible and perhaps seemingly self-evident, lacks supporting data. 
Similarly, Brownlow (2006) shares advice on how to use open rates to improve, but in 
this short article he relies on apparently hypothetical data. The article also prominently 
points to MarketingSherpa’s guide, available for $247, which includes “heaps of data to 
help you optimize your efforts.” (The 2008 edition boasts 272 charts and 328 pages.) It 
seems that if supporting data exists, it is proprietary and shared only with clients of these 
consulting and research firms – for a price, of course. 
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Openly published information from such marketing and consulting organizations 
typically offers only very basic info—even if the related documents have titles suggesting 
great detail is provided. For example, the e-mail marketing and campaign firm 
MailChimp refers to one of its e-mail marketing resource documents as “Subject Line 
Comparison Study - 43 Million Subject Lines Compared.”  That promotional description 
links to the actual document, whose title is “Email Marketing Subject Line Comparison: 
Study of Best and Worst Open Rates on MailChimp” (2007). The “study,” however, turns 
out to be a brief list of 20 subject lines that reportedly garnered the “best” open rates, next 
to a list of 20 subject lines that reportedly garnered the “worst” open rates. There’s no 
indication that these open rates can be reasonably compared. The brief document states, 
“we recently analyzed over 40 million emails sent from customers through MailChimp,” 
and suggests that by simply scanning the two side-by-side lists, one can identify 
distinctions that indicate how to get better open rates: “On the "best" side, you'll notice 
the subject lines are pretty straightforward. They're not very "salesy" or "pushy" at all.” 
(So presumably the key to getting optimal open rates is to not be pushy.)  But the study 
does not account for the vastly different nature of the actual lists, which are compared 
perhaps quite unfairly. (Regardless of the subject lines, one can reasonably expect an e-
mail sent to a very committed, small list of opt-in subscribers who care passionately 
about the related topic will fare much better than an e-mail sent to a large, untargeted list 
of people who have no interest in the topic and do not recognize the sender.) This “study” 
– which measures well under 1,000 words in length – concludes with a section entitled 
“The Secret Formula for Subject-Lines.”  The secret formula?  Here it is: “This is going 
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to sound ‘stupid simple’ to a lot of people, but here goes: Your subject line should (drum 
roll please): Describe the subject of your email. Yep, that's it.” 
The MailChimp study exemplifies the nature of the information that various email 
marketing and consulting firms and services provide. Some of it can be quite useful, 
especially to novices. (MailChimp for example also offers 62-page beginner’s guide to 
designing HTML e-mail.) But the researcher could find little in terms of published, 
robust, quantitative studies and analysis; even documents that suggest in their titles and 
descriptions that they include such detail invariably turn out to resemble the MailChimp 
study in terms of lack of heft and rigor. 
In a more closely related academic study, Bonfrer and Drèze (2006) developed a 
testing procedure designed to quickly predict open rates and click-through rates of e-mail 
campaigns. But this research is focused on a broad array of e-mail campaigns rather than 
a specific and regular e-mail newsletter. Moreover, Bonfrer and Drèze do not discuss 
variables such as subject lines and newsletter content in depth nor offer any conclusions 
about a particular model that works best. They focus instead on the tools and methods for 
quickly testing e-mail campaigns with a small sample as means of validating their 
effectiveness (or correcting any problems) before sending out the majority of e-mails in a 
campaign. 
No existing research – whether in academic peer-reviewed journals, trade books, 
or high-priced consultant reports – looks closely and empirically at two rather basic – and 
potentially very important – issues related to the effectiveness and performance of e-mail 
newsletters:  The nature of the subject line and its relation to the specific content of the 
current edition of the newsletter, and the nature of the body of the content of the 
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newsletter. Moreover, no published study employs a longitudinal approach with a large, 
robust subscriber base of a single e-mail newsletter to see how the different treatment of 
subject lines and body content impact performance and results of the newsletter over time. 
This research experiment does all of this in an effort to determine to what degree 
prominence in an e-mail newsletter’s subject line and within the body of an e-mail 
newsletter yields more “votes” in terms of tangible action: opening of e-mail newsletters 
and clicking through to the related Web-based content. By better understanding the best 
practices for both subject lines and the newsletter body, this study is intended to help 
newsletter publishers better serve their goals–whether they seek to drive more votes for a 
political candidate or drive more revenue to a company.  
 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
This study was designed to explore ways to improve e-mail newsletter open rates 
and click-through rates – two measurements that strongly represent the effectiveness of e-
mail newsletters, as evidenced by nearly every e-mail marketing company’s literature and 
the corresponding measurement tools and services. (After all, one would reasonably 
question the value of an e-mail newsletter that nobody opens, and question also the value 
of an e-mail newsletter that does not prompt any subscribers to take at least the minimal 
action of clicking on a link within the newsletter.) 
Initial questions focused on whether shortening e-mail newsletter subject lines 
would improve the open rate, and whether the inclusion in the subject line of unique text 
related to each edition of the e-mail newsletter would improve the open rate. These 
questions were suggested by numerous e-mail marketing consultants and companies, 
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which seem to uniformly employ and recommend A/B subject-line testing among e-mail 
marketing sites (Jennings, 2006; Eisenberg, 2005; Gedney, 2007; Sims, 2007; 
MarketingSherpa, 2008). Despite all of this discussion about A/B subject-line testing, 
there is a dearth of related published experiments and analysis, particularly with robust 
data.  This study seeks to help fill that void in the literature. Similarly this study initially 
asked whether the omission (or dramatic reduction) of the introductory remarks in the 
body of the e-mail newsletter would improve the click-through rate. This question (as 
well as the aforementioned questions about the subject line) was prompted in part by 
related readability research that pre-dates the World Wide Web and the common use of e-
mail newsletters. 
Previous studies have focused on the length of printed text and readability (Banks, 
1986; Grant, 1980; Johnson, 1981; Mohammad, 1984; Smith, 1983) and some 
researchers asserted that short passages contributed to high readability. However, little 
research examines readability on electronic information. In a study investigating the 
effect of readability level on 241 high school students’ comprehension and recall of 
reading a printed passage, Smith (1983) found that readability level had a statistically 
significant effect on students' reported reading ease. Similarly, Johnson (1981) conducted 
a study examining the effects of sentence length on the readability of two college 
textbook passages. The results showed that the passage seemed easier when rewritten 
with the combination of short sentences and frequently occurring words.  
Based on the readability findings from the previous studies, the researcher 
hypothesized that the similar phenomenon would appear in the electronic information 
readability. The higher the readability of the newsletter subject line or intro, is, the more 
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at ease subscribers will feel, and thus the more likely they will be to open and explore the 
newsletter and to click on newsletter links.  
Thus the original questions evolved into the following formalized research 
questions and hypotheses: 
RQ1: How would different subject-line formats affect the open rate? 
RQ2: How would different intro text formats affect the click rate? 
H1:  Length: More concise subject lines will significantly improve open rates. 
H2:  Specificity: More content-specific (vs. generic) subject lines will 
significantly improve open rates. 
H3:  Shorter introductory body text will significantly improve open rates. 
H4:  Shorter introductory body text with a bulleted list of links will significantly 
improve open rates. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHOD 
 
Based on the research questions and the broader objective to improve open and 
click rates for e-mail newsletters – and to identify the best techniques for doing so, the 
researcher conducted an experiment. This experiment utilized an existing weekly e-mail 
newsletter with a subscriber base of some 400,000-500,000 people. This real-world 
newsletter is owned and managed by a Fortune 100 company, and serves an audience of 
information technology professionals. The researcher was able to coordinate with both 
the company and the e-mail newsletter service provider to set up and conduct this 
experiment and to obtain related aggregate data for measurement and analysis. The 
experiment spanned a period of 12 weeks. 
The researcher suspected the attributes of the subject line and the introduction 
section of an e-mail newsletter have effects on the open and click rates of the newsletter, 
respectively, and therefore conducted experimental research design. The length and 
specific-vs.-generic nature of subject lines, and the length and personal-vs.-generic nature 
of the intro of the e-mail newsletter, were manipulated to explore the potential related 
causes and effects. This study employed a field experiment which takes place in the 
subjects’ natural setting. This allows the researcher to take advantage of this particular 
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situation of real-world e-mail newsletter distribution. According to Frey, Botan, 
Friedman and Kreps (1991), field experiments maximize external validity. 
  
SAMPLING 
Ten sample groups, totaling 75,000 subscribers (approximately 20% of the entire 
subscriber list), participated in this 12-week-long experiment: five groups of 5,000 
subscribers and five groups of 10,000 subscribers. The five groups of 5,000 participants 
were randomly selected from a pool of subscribers identified as active, based on their 
recent measured behavior:  They had opened the weekly e-mail newsletter at least one 
time within the last four weeks. Five groups of 10,000 participants were randomly 
selected from a larger pool of subscribers identified as inactive, based on their recent 
measured behavior:  They had not opened the weekly e-mail newsletter within the last 
four weeks.  
By drawing specifically from a pool of inactive subscribers, the researcher 
intended to better measure what variables are so powerful that, when effectively crafted, 
they can prompt even the less attentive subscribers to act (which in this experiment 
means to open the e-mail newsletter and click on the links it contains that lead to a 
specific Web site). Similarly, by drawing specifically from a pool of active subscribers, 
the researcher intended to better measure what variables resonate with the more active 
(and therefore arguably more valuable) subscribers. By employing these two distinct 
samples, the researcher was also better able to isolate the variables that impact open  
rates from the variables that impact click-through rates, as explained in Chapter 4 and 
Chapter 5. 
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MEASUREMENT 
Multiple measurements were employed, both week by week and overall, in this 
12-week experiment. Measurements included open rate, click rate (or click-through rate), 
and click-to-open rate (CTOR).  
The open rate is the total number of times subscribers open the e-mail newsletter 
in a given time frame, divided by the total number of subscribers to whom the same  
e-mail newsletter is successfully delivered. (Brownlow, 2006; Holland, 2006). The 
successfully delivered newsletters is fairly self-explanatory; it is calculated by 
subtracting the total number of bounced (undeliverable) e-mail newsletters from the total 
number of sent e-mail newsletters. “Open” is the subscriber action of opening, or 
viewing, a successfully delivered e-mail newsletter (Holland, 2006). In this experiment, 
an open is registered each time an HTML version of the e-mail newsletter is viewed by a 
subscriber. The “open” count is tallied via common technology among email marketers. 
Each time a subscriber opens an e-mail newsletter, the subscriber’s e-mail reader 
software makes a request from the corresponding server via the Internet, which may serve 
related graphics, for example. Such requests are tallied in the e-mail provider’s server log 
files, and that number represents the number of times a newsletter is opened. 
Note that, as Holland (2006) explains, there are various challenges in terms of 
obtaining a precise open count, and multiple plausible interpretations as to what the open 
counts may signify (such as the question of whether an “open” indicates a subscriber 
actually viewed, actually read, an e-mail). In this study, by consistently using the same 
measurement technique and applying it to a constant sample, the researcher sidestepped 
potential questions regarding the open rates and comparisons among them. Even if 
 15 
questions remain regarding the exact meaning of the term “open,” the use of the measure 
for comparison in the fashion employed in this study allows for the identification of any 
examples of an e-mail that has relatively better or worse open rates, which provides some 
indication of relative success. 
The click rate is the number of total clicks, or click-throughs, for a given e-mail 
newsletter, divided by the number of successfully delivered e-mail newsletters (Chaffey, 
2003; Baggott, 2007). “Click” and “click-through” are interchangeable terms in this 
study, and are widespread conventional terms used to refer to the subscriber action of 
clicking on a link within the body of the e-mail newsletter. A “link” is a widespread 
conventional term referring to a hyperlinked word or phrase, which in the context of this 
study appears within the e-mail newsletter; newsletter subscribers can click on these links 
to open a corresponding Web page. Similar to opens, clicks are calculated in this 
experiment in a fairly standard manner: Each time a newsletter subscriber clicks on a link, 
the user’s computer makes a request for a corresponding Web page. The newsletter links 
are uniquely coded to distinguish the viewing of these Web page views (which occur due 
to subscribers clicking on the links embedded within the newsletter) from other page 
views. The traffic that comes via clicks on links within a given newsletter is tallied on the 
Web server in the log files, and represents the clicks or click-throughs generated by that 
newsletter. 
The click-to-open rate (CTOR) is calculated by dividing the total number of 
clicks on hyperlinks within the e-mail newsletter by the total number of times subscribers 
opened the same e-mail newsletter (McDonald, 2004). This measurement amplifies the 
focus upon the content within the newsletter (as opposed to the subject line) and its effect 
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on the subscribers who actually open the e-mail. (The content within the newsletter 
cannot be seen and acted upon by a subscriber unless he or she opens the e-mail 
newsletter.) Some e-mail marketing firms, such as EmailLabs and Azavar Technologies, 
contend that by calculating the ratio of clicks per opened e-mail, rather than clicks per 
delivered e-mail, researchers obtain a more accurate indicator of the effectiveness of an  
e-mail message in motivating recipients who open it to click on a link (McDonald, 2004; 
Azavar Technologies, 2007). These companies suggest that by filtering out the unopened 
messages, the CTOR better reflects the value of the content of an e-mail (as well as its 
layout) and isolates the variable of the subject line.  
 
WORKING WITH SAMPLES 
Each group among the active samples, as well as each group among the inactive 
samples, received one of five distinct versions of the newsletter:  
1. The standard version (serving as a control): Generic subject line remains 
constant week after week; varying one-paragraph, first-person introductory 
remarks from newsletter editor, followed by a standard title-description, title-
description list of all of the new content on the Web site (hyperlinked titles 
plus descriptions). Figure 1 shows an example of the standard version of the  
e-mail newsletter.  
2. A short-subject version (retaining the standard intro). This addresses the first 
hypothesis: More concise subject lines will significantly improve open rates. 
Figure 2 shows an example of the short-subject, standard-introduction version 
of the newsletter.  
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3. A version with a unique, content-specific subject (retaining the standard intro). 
This addresses the second hypothesis that less generic, more content-specific 
subject lines will significantly improve open rates. Figure 3 shows an example 
of the e-mail newsletter with a content-specific subject and a standard 
introduction. 
4. A version with the standard-subject, but a short intro. This addresses 
hypothesis 3, which suggests that if less text in the newsletter stands between 
the subscribers reading the newsletter and the links to new Web content, then 
the subscribers will more often click through to the Web site). Figure 4 shows 
an example of the e-mail newsletter with a standard subject and a short 
introduction.  
5. A version with the standard subject, but a short intro immediately followed by 
a concise, bulleted, title-only list of some of the latest content items (and then 
followed by the more comprehensive, annotated list of all the week’s new 
content). This addresses the fourth hypothesis, which posits that shorter 
introductory body text with a bulleted list of links will significantly improve 
open rates. The idea with this model is to let subscribers more quickly and 
easily find content of interest and click through to it. Figure 5 shows an 
example of the e-mail newsletter with a standard subject and a short 
introduction immediately followed by a bullet list of links. 
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Figure 1:  Example of Standard Version of E-mail Newsletter 
Subject: IBM developerWorks Weekly Edition, 1 February 2007 
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Figure 2:  Example of Short-Subject, Standard-Introduction Version of Newsletter 
Subject: IBM dW Weekly Edition 
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Figure 3:  Example of Newsletter with Content-Specific Subject and Standard Intro 
Subject: IBM developerWorks news: Play nice with Lotus 
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Figure 4:  Example of Newsletter with a Standard Subject and a Short Introduction 
Subject: IBM developerWorks Weekly Edition, 1 February 2007 
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Figure 5:  Example of Newsletter with a Standard Subject and a Short Intro with Links  
Subject: IBM developerWorks Weekly Edition, 1 February 2007 
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Thus, in this experiment, the first newsletter version serves as the control version, 
and each of the second through fifth versions of the newsletter is designed to test one 
(and only one) of the four hypotheses of this experiment. As explained in the sampling 
section, each of these five versions of the newsletter was sent via e-mail to both a group 
of active subscribers and a group of inactive subscribers (as explained in the sampling 
section of this chapter), for a total of 10 distinct e-mail newsletter recipients per week in 
this experiment.  
We use these 10 samples to make comparisons between the standard and modified, 
experimental versions of the newsletter. Essentially, this experiment is a series of A/B 
tests. The A/B test method is aptly illustrated in Figure 6. Although this diagram notes 
subject lines, the same A/B test approach is employed to compare standard and modified 
introduction sections of the e-mail newsletters. 
Note that this study did not influence the broad nature of the interaction with the 
e-mail newsletter’s aggregate group of subscribers, as its effect was limited to some 
content details regarding the e-mail newsletters themselves. The associated data reveal no 
information about any of the specific individual subscribers. The experiment simply 
provides aggregate data that allows for exploring the hypotheses – in other words, the 
experiment is designed to preserve the privacy of individual e-mail newsletter subscribers 
while at the same time helping determine to what degree content changes to the subject 
line and the introductory content in the body of the e-mail newsletter improve open rates 
and click-through rates.  
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Figure 6:  A/B Testing Method for E-mail Newsletters 
 
Source: MailChimp, “How A/B Split Testing Works” 2007. 
 25 
ANALYSIS 
These 10 subscriber groups received their specific versions of the e-mail 
newsletter each week for 12 weeks. Each subscriber group was measured each week to 
determine its e-mail open rate and click or click-through rate. These measurements were 
compared for each week and in summary fashion. Additionally, as previously described, 
this study employed the click-to-open rate (CTOR) to help measure the effectiveness of 
the content within the e-mail newsletter, independent of the effect of the subject line. 
Using the open, click, and CTOR data, the performance of the subscriber groups 
was compared, and Chi-Square (X2) was measured to test for statistically significant 
differences among the different versions of the newsletters, based on open results and 
click-through results. Chi-Square helps determine whether any differences are due to 
chance (Salkind, 2000). In calculating Chi-Square for the set of active groups in this 
experiment, the average of all of five of the active subscriber groups was used as the 
expected value. Likewise, in calculating Chi-Square for inactive set of groups in this 
experiment, the average of all of five of the inactive subscriber groups was used as the 
expected value. The researcher employed the one-sample Chi-Square test because, as 
Salkind (2000) explains, this allows the experiment to recognize whether any differences 
may have occurred due to chance. Thus, p values are shown to demonstrate the likelihood 
that a specific result is due to chance. A p value of <.05 indicates a 95% confidence level 
that the differences are not due to chance – in other words, that the difference occurs by 
chance less than 1 out of 500 times. This p value information is incorporated into the 
analysis and results of this experiment. 
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Note that this experiment employs only one of the two kinds of Chi-Square – one-
sample Chi-Square. This is the appropriate calculation for comparisons. The researcher 
does not employ two-sample Chi-Square, as that calculation is designed for use when 
analyzing data that includes two dimensions.  
For example, if the data in this experiment included the gender of the subscribers 
and that was deemed important for incorporation into the results and analysis, a two-
sample Chi-Square test could be applied to determine whether an e-mail newsletter’s 
open rate is independent of the subscriber’s gender and the subscriber’s status as active or 
inactive. In this hypothetical example, a contingency table (also called crosstabs) would 
be used, and it is an extension of the goodness-of-fit test (Wimmer and Dominick, 2006). 
The primary difference between one-sample Chi-Square and two-sample Chi-Square is 
that two or more variables can be tested simultaneously (Salkind, 2000).
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 
  
The experiment sought to address several questions, as detailed previously. 
Before looking at specific groups, it is helpful to understand the context of the broad set 
of groups and their open and click frequencies. Thus, as a first step, the researcher 
calculated the summary data for the 12-week period of the experiment (Table 1). 
Looking more specifically, the first three test groups (Table 2) show the impact of 
subject-line treatment upon open rates. Among inactive subscriber groups, the open rate 
averages from a low of 1.03% for the group receiving newsletters with a short (but still 
generic) subject line (“IBM dW Weekly Edition”) to a high of 2.49% for the group 
receiving newsletters with a customized subject line (such as “IBM developerWorks 
news:  Send us your Top Ten for 2006!”). The standard (control) group, which received 
newsletters with a standard subject line (such as “IBM developerWorks Weekly Edition, 
1 February 2007”), had an average open rate that fell almost squarely in the center of 
these two extremes: 1.80% (Table 2).  
Active subscribers also showed a preference for the specific-subject version of the 
newsletter, which increased the open rate from 61.66% to 77.46%. And – unlike the 
inactive subscribers – they also preferred the short-subject version of the newsletter over 
the standard version (Table 2). 
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Table 1: Open Rates, Click Rates, and Click-to-Open Rates (CTOR) for Inactive and 
Active Subscribers (Average for a 12-Week Period) 
 
 
 
       Open (%)      Click (%)     CTOR (%) 
 
Inactive Subscribers (N=50,000) 
 
Standard subject/Standard intro (control) 1.80    0.63  36.79 
Short subject/Standard intro   1.03    0.36  63.50 
Specific subject/Standard intro  2.49    0.94  39.57 
Standard subject/Short intro   1.38    0.32  25.64 
Standard subject/Short intro with links 1.52    0.59  42.53 
 
Active Subscribers (N=25,000) 
 
Standard subject/Standard intro (control) 61.66    9.52  15.31 
Short subject/Standard intro   70.67  13.51  17.80 
Specific subject/Standard intro  77.46  17.61  22.68 
Standard subject/Short intro   69.30  11.03  15.89 
Standard subject/Short intro with links 50.05    2.37    4.73 
 
Note: CTOR (the ratio of clicks to opens) considers only the subset of active and inactive 
subscribers who open the newsletter. 
 
 
 
 
Table 2: Open Rates for Inactive and Active Subscribers (Average for a 12-Week Period) 
 
 
               Open (%) 
 
Inactive Subscribers (N=50,000) 
 
Standard subject/Standard intro (control)  1.80   
Short subject/Standard intro    1.03 
Specific subject/Standard intro   2.49   
 
Active Subscribers (N=25,000) 
 
Standard subject/Standard intro (control)  61.66   
Short subject/Standard intro    70.67 
Specific subject/Standard intro   77.46   
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With test groups four and five, the focus turns to the body of the e-mail newsletter rather 
than the subject line. To better see and measure how different intro text formats affect the 
click rate, these experiments included active subscribers, those who tend to actually open 
and view the newsletter. (Inactive subscribers, because they infrequently open the 
newsletter, would not provide much insight into variables within the body of the 
newsletter.)   
Among the active subscriber groups receiving standard-subject versions of the 
newsletter, the click rates range from a low of 2.37% for the group that received the 
newsletter with the short introduction plus the linked list to 11.03% for the group that 
received the newsletter with the specific subject and short intro (Table 3).  
As explained in the Method chapter, this study also looks at the click-to-open rate 
(CTOR): the ratio of clicks per opened e-mail, rather than clicks per delivered e-mail. 
Among active subscribers in this experiment, the CTOR and the click percentage data 
both suggest that the newsletter version with the short intro plus links is, by a wide 
margin, less effective than both the standard version and the version with the short 
introduction but without the list of links (Table 3). Yet interestingly, among inactive 
subscribers who received a standard-subject version of the newsletter and opened the 
newsletter, the CTOR is highest for those who received the newsletter version with the 
short intro plus links (Table 3). The CTOR data for inactive and active subscribers seems 
contradictory. This counterintuitive result may exist in part because the CTOR (again, 
this stands for “click-to-open rate”) inherently ignores the large majority of the inactive 
subscribers who in this experiment did not open the tested version of the newsletter (and 
thus of course could not click on any links in the newsletter). 
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Table 3: Click Rates and Click-to-Open Rates (CTOR) for Inactive and Active 
Subscribers Who Open the Newsletter (Average for a 12-Week Period) 
 
 
        Click (%) CTOR (%) 
 
Inactive Subscribers (N=50,000) 
 
Standard subject/Standard intro (control)    0.63  36.79 
Standard subject/Short intro      0.32  25.64 
Standard subject/Short intro with links    0.59  42.53 
 
Active Subscribers (N=25,000) 
 
Standard subject/Standard intro (control)    9.52  15.31 
Standard subject/Short intro    11.03  15.89 
Standard subject/Short intro with links    2.37    4.73 
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For a richer understanding of the experiment data – and to help reconcile any 
apparent contradictions and ambiguities in the data – the researcher examined the results 
for each of the 12 weeks, one week at a time, to identify any consistent patterns that 
emerged over the 12 weeks. Additionally, the researcher calculated Chi-Square (X2) to 
test for statistically significant differences among the different versions of the newsletters, 
based on open results, click-through results, and CTOR results (Tables 4-14).  
 
SUBJECT LINES AND OPEN RATES 
This study was designed to explore ways to improve the measurable results of e-
mail based on specific content variables. The first explored variable was the subject line, 
considering the research question, “How would different subject-line formats affect the 
open rate?”  The experiment employed three different versions of the subject line and 
tested each over a 12-week period:  
Version 1: Standard subject line. (Control version.) Example: “IBM 
developerWorks Weekly Edition, 1 February 2007” 
Version 2: Shortened subject line, generic. Example: “IBM dW Weekly Edition” 
Version 3: Customized, content-specific subject line. Example: “IBM 
developerWorks news:  Send us your Top Ten for 2006!” 
Collectively, these three versions of the subject lines were used to test two 
hypotheses:   
H1:  Length: More concise subject lines will significantly improve open rates. 
H2:  Specificity: More content-specific (vs. generic) subject lines will 
significantly improve open rates. 
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A comparison of the open rates for standard subject lines vs. short subject lines 
reveals mixed results depending on whether the subscriber receiving the e-mail 
newsletter is active (recently opened a newsletter) or inactive (Table 4). Chi-Squares 
indicate no significant difference in the open rates for either type of subscriber (X2=0.25; 
df=1; p>0.05 for inactive subscribers; X2=0.25; df=1; p>0.05 for active subscribers). 
None of the individual weeks had a significant difference for open rates; statistically, the 
standard subject lines and short subject lines performed similarly. Thus, H1 is not 
supported. 
Specific-subject versions of the e-mail newsletters garner higher open rates than 
the standard subject versions among both inactive and active subscribers (Table 5). At the 
summary level, once again the differences are not statistically significant (X2=0.44; df=1; 
p>0.05 for inactive subscribers; X2=2.32; df=1; p>0.05 for active subscribers). However, 
two out of the 12 test weeks – week 5 (X2=4.61; df=1; p<0.05) and week 6 (X2=4.07; 
df=1; p<0.05) – show a significantly higher open rate among active subscribers for 
specific-subject newsletters vs. standard-subject versions of the newsletters (Table 6). 
These two weeks support H2, but the other 10 weeks do not. Thus this experiment 
indicates different subject-line formats have only a modest effect on open rates.  
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Table 4: Open Rates and Chi-Squares for Inactive and Active Subscribers: Standard 
Subject vs. Short Subject (Average for a 12-Week Period) 
 
 
 
Open Rate  
 
Inactive Subscribers 
  
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   1.80% 
 Short subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   1.03% 
 
X2=0.25; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Active Subscribers 
 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   61.66% 
 Short subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   70.67% 
 
X2=0.62; df=1; p>0.05 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5: Open Rates for Inactive and Active Subscribers: Standard Subject vs. Specific 
Subject (Average for a 12-Week Period) 
 
 
 
Open Rate  
 
Inactive Subscribers 
  
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   1.80% 
 Specific subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   2.48% 
 
X2=0.44; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Active Subscribers 
 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   61.66% 
 Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   77.46% 
 
X2=2.32; df=1; p>0.05 
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Table 6: Open Rates and Chi-Squares for Active Subscribers: Standard Subject vs. 
Specific Subject (Week by Week Detail) 
 
 
 
Open Rate  
 
Week 1 (Feb. 1) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)     9.76% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   17.55% 
 
X2=2.34; df=1; p>0.05  
 
Week 2 (Feb. 8) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)     9.39% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   16.61% 
 
X2=2.53; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 3 (Feb. 15) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)     7.52% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   13.98% 
 
X2=1.89; df=1; p>0.05   
 
Week 4 (Feb. 22) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   10.80% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   20.67% 
 
X2=2.97; df=1; p>0.05   
 
Week 5 (March 1) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)     6.88% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   13.89% 
 
X2=4.61; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 6 (March 8) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   15.67% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   27.76% 
 
X2=4.07; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 7 (March 15) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)     8.35% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   15.71% 
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X2=3.76; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 8 (March 22) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)     9.50% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   18.33% 
 
X2=2.06; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 9 (March 29) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)     6.91% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   15.42% 
 
X2=0.72; df=1; p>0.05   
 
Week 10 (April 5) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   14.56% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   23.33% 
 
X2=1.60; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 11 (April 12) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)     7.58% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   13.55% 
 
X2=2.14; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 12 (April 19) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)     7.30% 
Specific subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   14.59% 
 
X2=2.02; df=1; p>0.05 
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT AND CLICK RATES 
The second research question in this experiment is, “How would different intro 
text formats affect the click rate?” The experiment employed three different versions of 
the introduction text within the body of the e-mail newsletter, and tested each over a 12-
week period:  
Version 1: Standard introduction: custom, personal, first-person narrative, 
typically two paragraphs in length. Designed to draw in the reader and to give the 
newsletter a compelling identity, and have it be part of a conversation with subscribers 
that will prompt them to read each week (Figure 1).  
Version 2: Short introduction: concise, generic, consistent; one short paragraph. 
Designed to let readers more quickly get to the meat of the newsletter that contains most 
of the clickable links to the latest Web-based content (Figure 4).  
Version 3: Short introduction with links: Concise; includes an extra bulleted list 
of approximately 7 new content items w/ links. Designed to provide extra prominence to 
clickable links and thus improve click rates (Figure 5).  
These different versions of the introductions allow for the testing of two 
hypotheses: 
H3:  Shorter introductory body text will significantly improve open rates. 
H4:  Shorter introductory body text with a bulleted list of links will significantly 
improve open rates. 
The researcher examined the data from the experiment comparing these three 
versions of the introduction within the e-mail newsletter to identify the effect of the 
various introductions upon open rates. At the summary level (averaging the 12 weeks of 
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data), no significant difference was found between the standard and the short 
introductions (Table 7). Thus, H3 was not supported. Among active subscribers, a 
significant difference was found between the standard intro and the short intro with links 
(Table 8). Contrary to the hypothesis, active subscribers were significantly less likely to 
click on links when the e-mail contained the short intro with a bulleted list of links (X2= 
6.74; df=1; p<0.01). Nearly 10% of those who received the standard-intro version of the 
newsletter clicked on links, compared to a 2.37% click-through rate for subscribers who 
received the newsletter employing the short intro with links. Moreover, the week-by-
week data consistently indicates that among active subscribers, the standard intro 
significantly outperforms the short intro with links in terms of click rates (Table 9). Thus, 
not only is H4 rejected, but the opposite hypothesis (that the standard intro will provide 
significantly higher open rates than a shorter introductory body text with a bulleted list of 
links) is strongly supported for active subscribers. 
 
MEASURING VALUE WITH CLICK-TO-OPEN RATES (CTOR)  
As discussed in the Method chapter, the click-to-open rate (CTOR) is a 
measurement designed to filter out the effect of the subject line and to represent a more 
focused measure of the effectiveness of the content of an e-mail newsletter. Thus this 
experiment measured the CTOR to further indicate which type of newsletter introduction 
is most effective. 
At a summary level, the click-to-open rates is not significantly different between 
the standard-intro newsletter and the short-intro newsletter (Table 10). This is true for 
both active and inactive subscribers (X2=3.32; df=1; p>0.05 for inactive subscribers;  
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Table 7: Click Rates and Chi-Squares for Inactive and Active Subscribers: Standard Intro 
vs. Short Intro (Average for a 12-Week Period) 
 
 
 
Click Rate  
 
Inactive Subscribers 
  
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   0.63% 
 Standard subject/Short intro (N=10,000)   0.32% 
 
X2=0.12; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Active Subscribers 
 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)     9.52% 
 Standard subject/Short intro (N=5,000)   11.03% 
 
X2=0.16; df=1; p>0.05 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 8: Click Rates and Chi-Squares for Inactive and Active Subscribers: Standard Intro 
vs. Short Intro with Links (Average for a 12-Week Period) 
 
 
 
Click Rate  
 
Inactive Subscribers 
  
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   0.63% 
 Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  0.59% 
 
X2=0.004; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Active Subscribers 
 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   9.52% 
 Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)  2.37% 
 
X2=6.74; df=1; p<0.01 
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 Table 9: Click Rates and Chi-Squares for Active Subscribers: Standard Intro vs. Short 
Intro with Links (Week by Week Detail) 
 
 
 
Click Rate  
 
Week 1 (Feb. 1) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   9.76% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)  2.11% 
 
X2=7.35; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 2 (Feb. 8) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   9.39% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)  2.24% 
 
X2=6.18; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 3 (Feb. 15) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   7.52% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)  2.21% 
 
X2=5.71;df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 4 (Feb. 22) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   10.80% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    3.23% 
 
X2=8.04; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 5 (March 1) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   6.88% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)  1.76% 
 
X2=5.35; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 6 (March 8) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   15.67% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    2.45% 
 
X2=11.56; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 7 (March 15) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   8.35% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)  1.64% 
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X2=6.00; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 8 (March 22) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   9.50% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)  2.14% 
 
X2=6.68; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 9 (March 29) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   6.91% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)  2.01% 
 
X2=6.33; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 10 (April 5) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   14.56% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    4.10% 
 
X2=8.47; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 11 (April 12) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   7.58% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)  2.47% 
 
X2=5.00; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 12 (April 19) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   7.30% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)  2.13% 
 
X2=4.93; df=1; p<0.05 
 
 
 
Note:  Data for Week 6 (March 8) and Week 10 (April 5) indicate an unusually high 
Click Rate for the Standard subject/Standard intro version of the newsletter. Further 
investigation with the newsletter editor and analysis of the content for these two weeks 
revealed no specific cause for this anomaly, although Week 10 also had an unusually 
high portion of attempted newsletter deliveries fail. 
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Table 10: Click-to-Open Rates (CTOR) and Chi-Squares for Inactive and Active 
Subscribers Who Open the Newsletter: Standard Intro vs. Short Intro (Average for a 12-
Week Period) 
 
 
 
CTOR (%)  
 
Inactive Subscribers 
  
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   36.79% 
 Standard subject/Short intro (N=10,000)   25.64% 
 
X2=3.32; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Active Subscribers 
 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   15.31% 
 Standard subject/Short intro (N=5,000)   15.89% 
 
X2=0.01; df=1; p>0.05 
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X2=0.01; df=1; p>0.05 for active subscribers). However, a closer look at each week’s 
measurements reveals that among inactive subscribers, the CTOR is significantly higher 
with the standard-intro newsletter than with the short-intro newsletter. (Remember that 
the CTOR looks only at the ratio of clicks to opens. Therefore, it considers only the 
(relatively small) subset of inactive subscribers who open the newsletter.)  Table 11 
shows that the standard intro enjoyed a significantly better CTOR than the short intro in 
10 out of 12 weeks. (In one of the two remaining weeks, the opposite was true, but this 
seems to be an unexplainable anomaly rather than a strong counterpoint to the general 
conclusion that the standard intro is more effective with inactive subscribers). 
Comparing the standard intro vs. the short intro with links at the 12-week 
summary level shows that among active subscribers, the CTOR is significantly higher 
with the standard intro (X2=7.50; df=1; p<0.01), thus reinforcing the rejection of H4 
(Table 12). A review of the weekly data for inactive subscribers indicates, however, that 
perhaps the short intro with links model has some potential:  In four out of 12 weeks, the 
short intro with links delivered a significantly higher CTOR than the standard intro. On 
the other hand, in two out of the 12 weeks, the standard intro earned a significantly higher 
CTOR (Table 13). 
Finally, among active subscribers, CTOR rates were significantly higher for the 
standard intro than for the short intro with links in 12 out of 12 weeks (Table 14). So at 
least for newsletters seeking to prompt their active subscribers to click, it seems short 
intros with links do not warrant much use. 
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Table 11: Click-to-Open Rates (CTOR) and Chi-Squares for Inactive Subscribers Who 
Open the Newsletter: Standard Intro vs. Short Intro (Week by Week Detail) 
 
 
 
CTOR (%) 
 
Week 1 (Feb. 1) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   53% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)   10.9% 
 
X2=26.31; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 2 (Feb. 8) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   30.6% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)   16.7% 
 
X2=7.62; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 3 (Feb. 15) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   30.4% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)   19.2% 
 
X2=9.32; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 4 (Feb. 22) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   65.3% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)            127.7% 
 
X2=57.58; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 5 (March 1) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   22% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)   21.8% 
 
X2=1.36; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 6 (March 8) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   75% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)   33% 
 
X2=18.24; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 7 (March 15) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   32.5% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)   11.1% 
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X2=11.32; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 8 (March 22) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   40% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)   15.2% 
 
X2=11.25; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 9 (March 29) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   25.9% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)   14.6% 
 
X2=3.75; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 10 (April 5) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   24.1% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)   12.2% 
 
X2=13.66; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 11 (April 12) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   19% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)     9.9% 
 
X2=4.85; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 12 (April 19) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   23.7% 
Standard subject/Short into (N=10,000)   15.4% 
 
X2=10.42; df=1; p<0.01 
 
 
 
Note:  Data for Week 4 (Feb. 22) indicate unusually high CTOR for the Standard 
subject/Short intro version of the newsletter. Further investigation with the newsletter 
editor and analysis of the content that week revealed no specific cause for this anomaly.  
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Table 12: Click-to-Open Rates (CTOR) and Chi-Squares for Inactive and Active 
Subscribers Who Open the Newsletter: Standard Intro vs. Short Intro with Links 
(Average for a 12-Week Period) 
 
 
 
CTOR (%)  
 
Inactive Subscribers 
  
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   36.79% 
 Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  42.53% 
 
X2=0.93; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Active Subscribers 
 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   15.31% 
 Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    4.73% 
 
X2=7.50; df=1; p<0.01 
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Table 13: Click-to-Open Rates (CTOR) and Chi-Squares for Inactive Subscribers Who 
Open the Newsletter: Standard Intro vs. Short Intro with Links (Week by Week Detail) 
 
 
CTOR (%) 
 
Week 1 (Feb. 1) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   53% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  36.9% 
 
X2=3.18; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 2 (Feb. 8) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   30.6% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  36.8% 
 
X2=0.72; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 3 (Feb. 15) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   30.4% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  66% 
 
X2=24.67; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 4 (Feb. 22) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   65.3% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  46.8% 
 
X2=5.61; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 5 (March 1) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   22% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  30.5% 
 
X2=1.38; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 6 (March 8) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   75% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  44.7% 
 
X2=8.40; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 7 (March 15) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   32.5% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  22.6% 
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X2=1.80; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 8 (March 22) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   40% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  42.1% 
 
X2=3.49; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 9 (March 29) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   25.9% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  29.8% 
 
X2=1.68; df=1; p>0.05 
 
Week 10 (April 5) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   24.1% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  62.6% 
 
X2=32.24; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 11 (April 12) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   19% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  34.3% 
 
X2=10.96; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 12 (April 19) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=10,000)   23.7% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=10,000)  57.3% 
 
X2=22.66; df=1; p<0.001 
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Table 14: Click-to-Open Rates (CTOR) and Chi-Squares for Active Subscribers Who 
Open the Newsletter: Standard Intro vs. Short Intro with Links (Week by Week Detail) 
 
 
 
CTOR (%) 
 
Week 1 (Feb. 1) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   15.1% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    4  % 
 
X2=8.12; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 2 (Feb. 8) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   13.7% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    4.1% 
 
X2=6.38; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 3 (Feb. 15) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   11.9% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    4.3% 
 
X2=5.96; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 4 (Feb. 22) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   17.6% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    6.4% 
 
X2=8.48; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 5 (March 1) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   11.8% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    3.4% 
 
X2=6.26; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 6 (March 8) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   24.5% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    4.9% 
 
X2=13.65; df=1; p<0.001 
 
Week 7 (March 15) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   14.2% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    3.4% 
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X2=7.08; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 8 (March 22) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   15.2% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    4.6% 
 
X2=7.47; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 9 (March 29) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   11.9% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    4.4% 
 
X2=7.68; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 10 (April 5) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   21.3% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    7.8% 
 
X2=8.57; df=1; p<0.01 
 
Week 11 (April 12) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   13.1% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    5.3% 
 
X2=5.37; df=1; p<0.05 
 
Week 12 (April 19) 
 Standard subject/Standard intro (N=5,000)   13.4% 
Standard subject/Short intro with links (N=5,000)    4.2% 
 
X2=6.54; df=1; p<0.05 
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 Note that unlike many mass communications experiments and studies, this study 
enjoys a rather large sample size (N=5,000 – up to 50,000). Thus, some may contend that 
a looser standard could apply when measuring for significance. Certainly most newsletter 
owners would view a net increase of approximately 1,650 newsletters being opened each 
week as significant. That said, this study employs the common, strict standards (p must 
be <0.05) when calculating significance. 
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CHAPTER 5 
FUTURE RESEARCH AND LIMITATIONS 
 
This research project set out to determine to what degree specific content 
variables of an e-mail newsletter influence the effectiveness of that newsletter, as 
measured by open rates, click rates, and click-to-open rates (CTOR). This chapter 
summarizes the results of this study and discusses the answers to the project’s research 
questions, which asked 1) how different subject-line formats would affect the open rate of 
an e-mail newsletter, as well as 2) how different intro text formats affect the click rate of 
an e-mail newsletter. 
The findings seem to support the thesis that content variables affect the 
effectiveness of an e-mail newsletter, but the significance is sometimes contrary to the 
hypotheses. For example, one hypothesis (H4) was that e-mail newsletters with shorter 
introductory body text and a bulleted list of links will significantly improve open rates 
(Figure 7, Figure 8). In fact, this format does indeed have a significant effect – but it is a 
negative effect; that is, shorter intros with links significantly diminish, rather than 
improve, e-mail newsletter open rates. Thus, H4 is rejected, but the opposite hypothesis is 
supported.  
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Figure 7: Open Rates (%) for Inactive Subscribers 
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Figure 8: Open Rates (%) for Active Subscribers  
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This seemingly counterintuitive result may be an indication that short is good, but 
too-short is bad. The non-annotated list of linked titles above the more complete and 
annotated newsletter copy may lack critical context that readers need in order to 
determine whether a particular highlighted item is compelling enough to take time to 
click and read. Such context may be even more important with technical materials, which 
often cannot be easily described or identified with just a few words. (Sometimes even a 
technology or product name is several words in length.)  Another possible explanation of 
this result is that the short bulleted list of links pushes the remaining materials down so 
far that they are more likely to be overlooked by the reader, and thus the potential click-
throughs from the bulk of the e-mail newsletter are lost. Indeed, some readers may not 
even scroll beyond that bulleted list, thinking that it is the bottom of the newsletter; others 
may simply not bother to scroll down further even though the recognize more content 
exists below. 
Other hypotheses turned out to be rejected in less dramatic fashion. H1 posed the 
theory that more concise subject lines will significantly improve open rates. In fact, 
however, this study reveals mixed results depending on whether the subscriber receiving 
the e-mail newsletter is active (recently opened a newsletter) or inactive (Figure 7, Figure 
8); the calculated Chi-Squares indicate no significant difference in the open rates for 
either type of subscriber (Table 4). Thus H1 is not supported. Similarly, no significant 
difference was found between the standard and the short introductions (Table 7). Thus, 
H3 was not supported.  
Perhaps the most interesting result, from the researcher’s perspective at least, 
involves the hypothesis (H2) that more content-specific (vs. generic) subject lines will 
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significantly improve open rates. This research provides a glimmer of support for this 
hypothesis, but it is faint. While the researcher was particularly confident of this 
hypothesis, and while the week-by-week data did show the newsletter with content-
specific subject lines consistently and substantially outperforming the standard-subject 
newsletter in terms of open rates (Figure 7, Figure 8), the Chi-Square results showed 
significance among active subscribers in only 2 out of 12 weeks of tests, with the 
difference among the remaining 10 weeks potentially due to chance rather than the 
change in the subject line (Table 6). (No significance was shown for any of the 12 weeks 
among inactive subscribers.)  
Perhaps this result does not show more significance because the nature of the 
content-specific subject lines (rather than the structure) was not always compelling. Thus, 
this variable may be one where a positive effect of significance is quite possible, but only 
if the content-specific portion of the subject line is highly compelling. (Thus perhaps the 
10 weeks with results that are not significant were examples of missed opportunity more 
than anything else.) 
Note that despite the quite weak statistical significance revealed in the results of 
this study for H2, the newsletter owner decided to change its approach during the test 
period, based on initial results: The non-test subscribers began to receive newsletters with 
a custom, content-specific subject line each week, rather than the standard subject line. 
During the seven weeks leading up to this change, the newsletter had an average open 
rate of 2.85%. After the change adopting content-specific subject lines, the open rate 
increased to an average of 3.26 over the next six weeks – a 14.4% increase, which 
equates to roughly 1,650 more newsletters being opened each week. Although this 
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change in the open rate for the non-test group of subscribers is not statistically significant 
(Chi-Square = 0.06, p >.05), it did correspond to a measurable increase in the number of 
e-mail newsletters opened that the newsletter owner did value. 
The click rates suggest that inactive subscribers are less likely to respond to the 
newsletter with a short intro, compared to both the standard-intro version and the short-
intro-with-links version (Figure 9). Among active subscribers, however, the click rates 
are quite contrary, with the short-intro newsletter performing best, and the short-intro-
with-links newsletter performing much worse (Figure 10).  
Also of note is this study’s experience with the click-to-open rate (CTOR). As 
mentioned in the Method chapter, some experts argue it is a more accurate measure of an 
e-mail newsletter’s value. The comparison of the click rate and CTOR results in this 
study suggests there may be some truth to this contention. Looking at the raw CTOR 
numbers (Figure 11, Figure 12), there seems to be little difference from the raw click 
rates (Figure 9, Figure 10). Indeed, the shapes of the bar graphs are quite similar for 
clicks and CTOR. However, the CTOR does seem to offer a more fine-grained indication 
of the statistical significance of variations in the newsletter content. Specifically, the 
CTOR reveals statistically significant differences between the standard-intro and short-
intro formats for inactive subscribers (Tables 10 and 11), but simple click data does not 
reveal any statistical significance when comparing the same standard-intro and short-intro 
formats (Table 7). This suggests the CTOR provides for a richer evaluation of data in 
experiments such as this, and supports the claims that the CTOR is a worthwhile 
measurement.  
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Figure 9: Click Rates (%) for Inactive Subscribers  
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Figure 10: Click Rates (%) for Active Subscribers  
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Figure 11:  CTOR (%) for Inactive Subscribers 
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Figure 12:  CTOR (%) for Active Subscribers 
CTOR for Active Subscribers
15.31
15.89
4.73
0
2
4
6
8
10
12
14
16
18
Standard subject / Standard intro (control) Standard subject / Short intro Standard subject / Short intro with links
CT
O
R
 58 
LIMITATIONS 
This study incorporates a technically oriented audience of software developers 
and information technology professionals who have subscribed to a technically focused 
newsletter. The audience is particularly savvy with computers and technology, and the 
content is rather narrowly focused on highly technical matters. Their behavior may be 
distinct from other audiences (for example, consumers or non-technical business persons) 
and from subscribers of other types of newsletters (such as newsletters about 
entertainment, sports, news, politics, family, etc.).  
Additionally, this study relies on a subscriber list that has existed for seven years, 
a list that may have more than its share of inactive subscribers that have not been 
removed from the subscription lists (“unsubscribed”). Although steps (such as including 
in the representative samples only the more recent subscribers) have been taken to offset 
any anomalies in the results based on the age of the list and the potential quirks that come 
with such age, the results still may be affected by the age of the subscriber list; a 
relatively young subscriber list may respond differently. 
The inability to count opens for the subset of the samples that subscribed to the 
ASCII text version of the e-mail newsletter also poses a limitation. For the relative 
comparisons in this experiment, this limitation does not impair the validity, as all samples 
have a similar ratio of ASCII text vs. HTML subscribers. Nonetheless, the open rate data 
omits a portion of the sample due to not being measurable.  
Future research may be helpful to confirm whether any increase in the number of 
subscribers who open or click through a newsletter correlates to any (positive or negative) 
change in the subscribers’ user experience, or in the subscribers’ assessment of the value 
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of the newsletter. Further investigation may also be warranted to better determine the 
impact of the content-specific subject line vs. a standard subject line, as the results in this 
study regarding this question are inconclusive. 
Future research also could compare the click rates and the CTOR for the ASCII 
text newsletter subscribers within each sample vs. the click rates and the CTOR for the 
HTML newsletter subscribers. Such a breakdown of the data was not available to this 
researcher, and thus this comparison could not be made, but such a comparison in future 
research could prove helpful in recognizing any distinctions between these two groups 
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